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1. Arthur Young -- PLIGHT OF THE FRENCH PEASANTS (1789) 

French peasants in the late eighteenth century were better off than the peasants of eastern and central 
Europe, where serfdom predominated. The great majority of France's 21 million peasants were free; 
many owned their own land, and some were prosperous. Yet the countryside was burdened with severe 
problems, which sparked a spontaneous revolution in 1789. 

Arthur Young (17-11-1820), an English agricultural expert with a keen eye for detail, traveled through 
France just prior to the Revolution. In Travels During the Years 1787, 1788, and 1789, he reported on 
conditions in the countryside as follows: 

The abuses attending the levy of taxes were heavy and universal. The kingdom was parceled into 
generalities [administrative units], with an intendant at the head of each, into whose hands the whole power 
of the crown was delegated for everything except the military authority; but particularly for all affairs of 
finance. The generalities were subdivided into elections, at the head of which was a sub-delegue appointed 
by the intendant. The rolls of the taille, capitation, vingtièmes and other taxes, were distributed among 
districts, parishes, and individuals, at the pleasure of the intendant, who could exempt, change, add, or 
diminish at pleasure. Such an enormous power, constantly acting, and from which no man was free, must, 
in the nature of things, degenerate in many cases into absolute tyranny. It must be obvious that the friends, 
acquaintances, and dependents of the intendant, and of all his sub-delegates, and the friends of these 
friends, to a long chain of dependence, might he favored in taxation at the expense of their miserable 
neighbors and that noblemen in favor at court, to whose protection the intendant himself would naturally 
look up, could find little difficulty in throwing much of the weight of their taxes on others, without a 
similar support. Instances, and even gross ones, have been reported to me in many parts of the kingdom 
that made me shudder at the oppression to which people have been subjected by the undue favors granted 
to such crooked influence. But, without recurring to such cases, what must have been the state of the poor 
people paying heavy taxes, from which the nobility and clergy were exempted? A cruel aggravation of their 
misery, to see those who could best afford to pay, exempted because able! ... The corveés [taxes -paid in 
labor, often road building], or police of the roads, were annually the ruin of many hundreds of farmers; 
more than 300 were reduced to beggary in filling up one vale in Lorraine: all these oppressions fell on the 
tieri etát [Third Estate] only; the nobility and clergy having been equally exempted from tailles militia and 
corveés. The penal code of finance makes one shudder at the horrors of punishment inadequate to the 
crime.... 

1. Smugglers of salt, armed and assembled to the number of five, in Provence, a fine of 500 liv. [livres 
French coins] and nine years galleys [sentenced to backbreaking labor rowing sea vessels], in all the rest of 
the kingdom, death. 

2. Smugglers, armed, assembled, but in number under five, a fine of 300 liv. and three years galleys. 
Second offense, death.... 

14). Buying smuggled salt, to resell it, the same punishments as for smuggling…. 
The Capitaineries [lords' exclusive hunting rights] were a dreadful scourge on all the occupiers of land, by 
this term is to be understood the paramountship of certain districts, granted by the king to princes of' the 
blood, by which they were put in possession of the property of all game, even on lands not belonging to 
them. . . . In speaking of the preservation of the game in these Capitaineries, it must be observed that by 
game must be understood whole droves of wild boars, and herds of deer not confined by any wall or pale, 
but wandering at pleasure over the whole country, to the destruction of crops; and to the peopling of the 
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galleys by the wretched peasants, who presumed to kill them in order to save that food which was to 
support their helpless children. . . . Now an English reader will scarcely understand it without being told, 
that there were numerous edicts for preserving the game which prohibited weeding and hoeing, lest the 
young partridges should be disturbed; ... maturing with night soil, lest the flavor of the partridges should be 
injured by feeding on the corn so produced; ... and taking away the stubble, which would deprive the birds 
of shelter. The tyranny exercised in these Capitaineries, which extended over 400 leagues of country, was 
so great that many cahiers (lists of the Third Estate's grievances) demanded the utter suppression of them. 
Such were the exertions of Arbitrary power which the lower orders felt directly from the royal authority; 
but, heavy as they were, it is a question whether the [abuses], suffered [indirectly] through the nobility and 
the clergy, were not yet more oppressive. Nothing can exceed the complaints made in the cahiers under this 
head. They speak of the dispensation of justice in the manorial courts, as comprising every species of 
despotism the districts indeterminate-appeals endless-irreconcilable to liberty and prosperity-and 
irrevocably [condemned] in the opinion of the public- augmenting litigations-favoring every [form of 
trickery] - ruining the parties - not only by enormous expenses on the most petty objects, but by a dreadful 
loss of time. The judges, commonly ignorant pretenders, who hold their courts in cabarets [taverns] .… are 
absolutely dependent on the seigneurs [lords]. Nothing can exceed the force of expression used in painting 
the oppressions of the seigneurs, in consequence of their feudal powers. . . . The countryman is tyrannically 
enslaved by it. . . 

In passing through many of the French provinces, I was struck with the various and heavy complaints of 
the farmers and little proprietors of the feudal grievances, with the weight of which their industry was 
[burdened]; but I could not then conceive the multiplicity of the shackles which kept them poor and 
depressed. I understood it better, afterwards. 

Q. What abuses did Arthur Young see in the French system of taxation and justice? 

Q: Why did Young consider the capitanieries (nobles’ hunting rights) to be a particularly “dreadful 
scourge” on the peasants? 

2. Grievances of the Third Estate (March 1789)  

At the same time that elections were held for the Estates General, the three estates drafted cahiers de 
doléances the lists of grievances that deputies would take with them when the Estates General convened. The 
cahiers from all three estates expressed loyalty to the monarchy and the church and called for a written 
constitution and an elected assembly. Some of the grievances in the cahier follow. 

29 March. 1789 

The order of the third estate of the City, Bailliage [judicial district], and County of Dourdan, imbued with 
gratitude prompted by the paternal kindness of the King, who deigns to restore its former rights and its former 
constitution, forgers at this moment its misfortunes And impotence, to harken only to its foremost sentiment and 
its foremost duty, that of sacrificing everything to the glory of the Patrie [nation] and the service of' His 
Majesty. It supplicates him to accept the grievances, complaints, and remonstrances which it is permitted to 
bring to the foot of the throne, and to see therein only the expression of its zeal and the homage of its obedience. 
It wishes: 
 
1. That his subjects of the third estate, equal by such status to all other citizens, present themselves before the 
common father without other distinction which might degrade them. 
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2. That all the orders [the three estates], already united by duty and a common desire to contribute equally to the 
needs of the State, also deliberate in common concerning its needs. 

 
3. That no citizen lose his liberty except according to law; that, consequently, no one be arrested by virtue of 
special orders, or, if imperative circumstances necessitate such orders, that the prisoner be handed over to the 
regular courts of justice within forty-eight hours at the latest. 

4. That no letters or writings intercepted in the post [mails] be the cause of the detention of any citizen, or be 
produced in court against him, except in case of conspiracy or undertaking against the State. 

 
5. That the property of all citizens be inviolable, and that no one be required to make sacrifice thereof for the 
public welfare, except upon assurance of indemnification based upon the statement of freely selected 
appraisers.... 

15. That every personal tax be abolished; that thus the capitation and the taille and its accessories be merged 
with the vingtièmes in a tax on land and real or nominal property. 
16. That such tax be borne equally, without distinction, by all classes of citizens and by all kinds of property, 
even feudal and contingent rights. 

17. That the tax substituted for the corvée [taxes paid in labor] be borne by all classes of citizens equally and 
without distinction. That said tax, at present beyond the capacity of those who pay it and the needs to which it is 
destined, be reduced by at least one-half... 

JUSTICE 

1. That the administration of justice be reformed. either by restoring strict execution of ordinances, or by 
reforming the sections thereof that are contrary to the dispatch and welfare of justice.... 

7. That venality [sale] of offices be suppressed.... 

8. That the excessive number of offices in the necessary courts be reduced in just measure, and that no one be 
given an office of magistracy if he is not at least twenty-five years of age, and until after a substantial public 
examination has verified his morality, integrity, and ability.... 

10. That the study of law be reformed, that it be directed in a manner analogous to our legislation, and that 
candidates for degrees be subjected to rigorous tests which may not be evaded; that no dispensation of age or 
time granted. 

11. That a body of general customary la be drafted of all articles common to all the c loans of the several 
provinces and bailliages… 

12. That deliberations of courts ... which tend to prevent entry of the third estate there be rescinded and annulled 
as injurious to the citizens of that order, in contempt of the authority of the King, whose choice they limit, and 
contrary to the welfare of justice, the administration of which would become the patrimony of those of noble 
birth instead of being entrusted to merit, enlightenment, and virtue. 

13. That military ordinances which restrict entrance to the service to those possessing nobility be reformed. That 
naval ordinances establishing a degrading distinction between officers born into the order of nobility and those 
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born into that of the third estate be revoked, as thoroughly injurious to an order of citizens and destructive the 
competition so necessary to the glory and prosperity of the State. 

FINANCES 

1. That if the Estates General considers necessary to preserve the fees of aides [tax commodities], such fees be 
made uniform throughout the entire kingdom and reduced a single denomination.... 

2. That the tax of the gabelle (tax on salt] eliminated if possible, or that it be regulated among the several 
provinces of the kingdom. . 
3. That the taxes on hides, which have it tally destroyed that branch of commerce a caused it to go abroad. be 
suppressed forever 

4. That ... all useless offices, either in police or in the administration of justice, be abolished and suppressed. 

AGRICULTURE 

4. That the right to hunt may never affected the property of the citizen; that, accordingly he may at all times 
travel over his lands. have injurious herbs uprooted, anti cut luzernes [alfalfa], ...fourrage [fodder], and other 
prodoce whenever it suits him; and that stubble may be freely raked immediately after the harvest. . 

11. That individuals as well as communities be permitted to free themselves from the right s of banalité [ 
peasants were required to use the lord's, mill, winepress, and oven], and corveé, by payments in money or in 
kind, at a rate likewise established by His Majesty on the basis of the deliberations of the Estates General.... 

15. That the militia, which devastates the country, takes workers away from husbandry, produces premature and 
ill-matched marriages, and imposes secret and arbitrary taxes upon those who are subject thereto, be suppressed 
and replaced by voluntary enlistment at the expense of the provinces. 

 
3. Emmanuel Sieyès: Bourgeois Disdain For the Special Privileges Of The Aristocracy 

 
In a series of pamphlets, including The Essay on Privileges (1788) and What is the Third Estate? (1789). 
Abbé Emmanuel Sieyès (1748-1836) expressed the bourgeoisie's disdain for the nobility. 

The plan of this book is fairly simple. We most ask ourselves three questions. 

1. What is the Third State? Everything. 

2. What has it been until now in the political order? Nothing. 

3. What does it want to be? Something 

. . Only the well-paid and honorific posts are filled by members of' the privileged order [nobles]. Are we to give 
them credit for this? We could do so only it the Third Estate was unable or unwilling to fill these posts. We 
know the answer. Nevertheless, the privileged have dared to preclude the Third Estate. "No matter how useful 
you are," they said, "no matter how able you are, you can go so far and no further. Honors are not for the like of 
you… 
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... Has nobody observed that as soon as the government becomes the property of a separate class, it starts to 
grow out of all proportion and that posts are created not to meet the needs of the governed but of those who 
govern them? ... 

It suffices to have made the point that the so-called usefulness of a privileged order to the public service is a 
fallacy;; that, without help from this order, all the arduous tasks in the service are performed by the Third 
Estate; that without this order the higher posts could be infinitely better filled; that they ought to be the natural 
prize and reward of recognised ability and service; and that if the privileged have succeeded in usurping all 
well-paid and honorific posts, this is both a hateful iniquity towards the generality of citizens and in act of 
treason to the commonwealth. 

Who is hold enough to maintain that the Third Estate does not contain within itself everything needful to 
constitute a complete nation? It is like a strong and robust man with one arm still in chains. If the privileged 
order were removed, the nation would not be something less but something more. What then is the Third 
Estate? All; but an "all" that is fettered and oppressed. What would it be without the privileged order? It would 
be all; but free and flourishing. Nothing will go well without the Third Estate; everything would go 
considerably better without the others.... 

... The privileged, far from being useful the notion; can only weaken and injure it; the nobility may be a burden 
for the nation. 

The nobility, however, is ... a foreigner in our midst because of its civil and political prerogatives. 

What is a nation? A body of Associates living under common laws and represented by the same legislative 
assembly, etc. 

Is it not obvious that the nobility posses privileges and exemptions which it brazenly calls its rights and which 
stand distinct from the rights of the great body of citizens? Because of these special rights, the nobility does not 
long to the common order; nor is it subject to the common laws. Thus, its private rig make it a people apart in 
the great nation. 

Q: How important did Emmanuel Sieyes say the nobility was to the life of the nation? 

Q: What importance did he attach to the contribution of the Third Estate (the bourgeoisie) to the life of the 
nation? 

Source: 
from What is the Third Estate? by Emmanuel Joseph Sieyes, translated by M, Blondel; pp. 51-52 & 54-58; 
Praeger Publishers, Westport, CT 1964. 

 

  

4. Oath of the Tennis Court (1789) 
  

  

 
"Let us swear to God and our country that we will not disperse until we have established a 
sound and just constitutions, as instructed by those who nominated us." -M. Mounier  

"The king has no excuse for what he has just done"2, was just one of the disappointed 
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reactions of the enraged Third Estate members who stood knocking violently at the door of 
the Hotel des Menus when they were locked out on June 20, 1789. The reason the Estates 
General was going to meet on this day was because of a recent voting conflict between the 
Estates General that had put the estates in deadlock for days. The Third Estate desired a 
change in the voting in the Estates-General, from voting by order, which the First and 
Second Estates wanted, to voting by head.  

As the Third Estate stood outside the meeting hall talking about what they would do next, 
after they had found out that the king had canceled the royal session because his son died 
and he found out about the formation of the National Assembly, which put him in great 
mourning, the sky began to rain. Once the rain was poring and drenching the Third Estate 
members, they sleeked shelter across the street in a nearby indoor tennis court. Inside the 
tennis court, Bailly, one of the main leaders of the Third Estate, stood on a table and 
voiced the ideas of Mounier, another leader. This proposal voiced by Bailly was that the 
Third Estate would not leave Versailles until there was a constitution, which they agreed 
upon. This idea of Mounier's was taken in favor of a more radical reform plan proposed by 
Sieyes. Of the 577 members, all but one accepted this oath. This oath, which would change 
Mother France forever, was known as the Tennis Court Oath.  

Another key player in the Tennis Court Oath was Mirabeau. On June 23, 1789 he 
reminded King Louis XVI of the oath the Third Estate had taken on the 20th and also said 
that the Third Estate would not leave the meeting hall till the Estates General could vote by 
head or were forced out by bayonets. The King said to let them sit, but was bluffing, and 
finally gave way to their proposal, and said that the Estates General would vote by head. 
Later, on June 27, the King ordered his "loyal clergy and nobility" to join the National 
Assembly. It seemed as if the Third Estate had won, and everyone at Versailles was yelling 
"Vive Le Roi", as if the Revolution was over. But what they didn't know was that the King 
had sent troops to regulate in Paris. These troops would soon, even though they didn't 
know it, be part of the storming of the Bastille where several soldiers and Parisians would 
be killed and help promote the French Revolution. 

 

                            5. Declaration of the Rights of Man & the Citizen (1789) 

  

Written by the Marquis de LaFayette, with the aid of the American envoy to France, Thomas Jefferson, 
King Louis XVI signed the document under duress, with no intention of abiding by its principles.  

Approved by the National Assembly of France, August 26, 1789 The representatives of the French 
people, organized as a National Assembly, believing that the ignorance, neglect, or contempt of the 
rights of man are the sole cause of public calamities and of the corruption of governments, have 
determined to set forth in a solemn declaration the natural, unalienable, and sacred rights of man, in 
order that this declaration, being constantly before all the members of the Social body, shall remind them 
continually of their rights and duties; in order that the acts of the legislative power, as well as those of 
the executive power, may be compared at any moment with the objects and purposes of all political 
institutions and may thus be more respected, and, lastly, in order that the grievances of the citizens, 
based hereafter upon simple and incontestable principles, shall tend to the maintenance of the 
constitution and redound to the happiness of all. Therefore the National Assembly recognizes and 
proclaims, in the presence and under the auspices of the Supreme Being, the following rights of man and 
of the citizen:  
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Articles: 

1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be founded only upon the 
general good.  

2. The aim of all political association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights of man. 
These rights are liberty, property, security, and resistance to oppression.  

3. The principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. No body nor individual may exercise 
any authority which does not proceed directly from the nation.  
 
4. Liberty consists in the freedom to do everything which injures no one else; hence the exercise of the 
natural rights of each man has no limits except those which assure to the other members of the society 
the enjoyment of the same rights. These limits can only be determined by law.  

5. Law can only prohibit such actions as are hurtful to society. Nothing may be prevented which is not 
forbidden by law, and no one may be forced to do anything not provided for by law.  

6. Law is the expression of the general will. Every citizen has a right to participate personally, or through 
his representative, in its foundation. It must be the same for all, whether it protects or punishes. All 
citizens, being equal in the eyes of the law, are equally eligible to all dignities and to all public positions 
and occupations, according to their abilities, and without distinction except that of their virtues and 
talents.  

7. No person shall be accused, arrested, or imprisoned except in the cases and according to the forms 
prescribed by law. Any one soliciting, transmitting, executing, or causing to be executed, any arbitrary 
order, shall be punished. But any citizen summoned or arrested in virtue of the law shall submit without 
delay, as resistance constitutes an offense.  

8. The law shall provide for such punishments only as are strictly and obviously necessary, and no one 
shall suffer punishment except it be legally inflicted in virtue of a law passed and promulgated before the 
commission of the offense.  

9. As all persons are held innocent until they shall have been declared guilty, if arrest shall be deemed 
indispensable, all harshness not essential to the securing of the prisoner's person shall be severely 
repressed by law.  

10. No one shall be disquieted on account of his opinions, including his religious views, provided their 
manifestation does not disturb the public order established by law.  

11. The free communication of ideas and opinions is one of the most precious of the rights of man. 
Every citizen may, accordingly, speak, write, and print with freedom, but shall be responsible for such 
abuses of this freedom as shall be defined by law.  

12. The security of the rights of man and of the citizen requires public military forces. These forces are, 
therefore, established for the good of all and not for the personal advantage of those to whom they shall 
be entrusted.  

13. A common contribution is essential for the maintenance of the public forces and for the cost of 
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administration. This should be equitably distributed among all the citizens in proportion to their means.  

14. All the citizens have a right to decide, either personally or by their representatives, as to the necessity 
of the public contribution; to grant this freely; to know to what uses it is put; and to fix the proportion, 
the mode of assessment and of collection and the duration of the taxes.  

15. Society has the right to require of every public agent an account of his administration.  

16. A society in which the observance of the law is not assured, nor the separation of powers defined, 
has no constitution at all.  

17. Since property is an inviolable and sacred right, no one shall be deprived thereof except where public 
necessity, legally determined, shall clearly demand it, and then only on condition that the owner shall 
have been previously and equitably indemnified.  

 
6. Olympe de Gouge: Declaration of the Rights of Women, 1791 

Olympe de Gouges, a butcher's daughter, proved to be one of the most outspoken and articulate women 
revolutionaries. In 1791 she wrote the following declaration, directly challenging the inferiority presumed of 
women by the Declaration of the Rights of Man. Her attempts to push this idea lead to her being charged with 
treason during the rule of the National Convention. She was quickly arrested, tried, and on November 3, 1793, 
executed by the guillotine. 

Woman, wake up; the tocsin of reason is being heard throughout the whole universe; discover your rights. The 
powerful empire of nature is no longer surrounded by prejudice, fanaticism, superstition, and lies. The flame of 
truth has dispersed all the clouds of folly and usurpation. Enslaved man has multiplied his strength and needs 
recourse to yours to break his chains. Having become free, he has become unjust to his companion. Oh, women, 
women! When will you cease to be blind? What advantage have you received from the Revolution? A more 
pronounced scorn, a more marked disdain. In the centuries of corruption you ruled only over the weakness of 
men. The reclamation of your patrimony, based on the wise decrees of nature-what have you to dread from such 
a fine undertaking? The bon mot of the legislator of the marriage of Cana? Do you fear that our French 
legislators, correctors of that morality, long ensnared by political practices now out of date, will only say again 
to you: women, what is there in common between you and us? Everything, you will have to answer. If they 
persist in their weakness in putting this non sequitur in contradiction to their principles, courageously oppose 
the force of reason to the empty pretentions of superiority; unite yourselves beneath the standards of 
philosophy; deploy all the energy of your character, and you will soon see these haughty men, not groveling at 
your feet as servile adorers, but proud to share with you the treasures of the Supreme Being. Regardless of what 
barriers confront you, it is in your power to free yourselves; you have only to want to.... 

Marriage is the tomb of trust and love. The married woman can with impunity give bastards to her husband, and 
also give them the wealth which does not belong to them. The woman who is unmarried has only one feeble 
right; ancient and inhuman laws refuse to her for her children the right to the name and the wealth of their 
father; no new laws have been made in this matter. If it is considered a paradox and an impossibility on my part 
to try to give my sex an honorable and just consistency, I leave it to men to attain glory for dealing with this 
matter; but while we wait, the way can be prepared through national education, the restoration of morals, and 
conjugal conventions. 
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Form for a Social Contract Between Man and Woman 

We, _____ and ______, moved by our own will, unite ourselves for the duration of our lives, and for the 
duration of our mutual inclinations, under the following conditions: We intend and wish to make our wealth 
communal, meanwhile reserving to ourselves the right to divide it in favor of our children and of those toward 
whom we might have a particular inclination, mutually recognizing that our property belongs directly to our 
children, from whatever bed they come, and that all of them without distinction have the right to bear the name 
of the fathers and mothers who have acknowledged them, and we are charged to subscribe to the law which 
punishes the renunciation of one's own blood. We likewise obligate ourselves, in case of separation, to divide 
our wealth and to set aside in advance the portion the law indicates for our children, and in the event of a perfect 
union, the one who dies will divest himself of half his property in his children's favor, and if one dies childless, 
the survivor will inherit by right, unless the dying person has disposed of half the common property in favor of 
one whom he judged deserving. 

That is approximately the formula for the marriage act I propose for execution. Upon reading this strange 
document, I see rising up against me the hypocrites, the prudes, the clergy, and the whole infernal sequence. But 
how it [my proposal] offers to the wise the moral means of achieving the perfection of a happy government! . . . 

Moreover, I would like a law which would assist widows and young girls deceived by the false promises of a 
man to whom they were attached; I would like, I say, this law to force an inconstant man to hold to his 
obligations or at least [to pay] an indemnity equal to his wealth. Again, I would like this law to be rigorous 
against women, at least those who have the effrontery to have recourse to a law which they themselves had 
violated by their misconduct, if proof of that were given. At the same time, as I showed in Le Bonheur primitit 
de l'homme, in 1788, that prostitutes should be placed in designated quarters. It is not prostitutes who contribute 
the most to the depravity of morals, it is the women of' society. In regenerating the latter, the former are 
changed. This link of fraternal union will first bring disorder, but in consequence it will produce at the end a 
perfect harmony. 

I offer a foolproof way to elevate the soul of women; it is to join them to all the activities of man; if man 
persists in finding this way impractical, let him share his fortune with woman, not at his caprice, but by the 
wisdom of laws. Prejudice falls, morals are purified, and nature regains all her rights. Add to this the marriage 
of priests and the strengthening of the king on his throne, and the French government cannot fail.  

From "Olympe de Gouges, 'Declaration of the Rights of Woman and Female Citizen,"' in Darline Gav Levy, H. 
Applewhite, and M. Johnson, eds., Women in Revolutionary Paris, 17851795 (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 1979), pp. 9296.  

 
7. Mary Wollstonecraft: Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) 

 
When in 1789 the French revolutionaries issued their "Declaration of the Rights of Man," it was only a matter 
of time before a woman published a declaration of the rights of woman. That feat was accomplished in the same 
year in France by Olympe de Gouges. In England, Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797), strongly influenced by 
her, published her own statement Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792. Her protest against the 
prevailing submissiveness of women was reinforced by the philosophy of the Enlightenment and the ideals of the 
French Revolution, which she observed firsthand from 1792 to 1794. A career woman, she made her living as a 
prolific writer closely associated with the radicals of her time, one of whom, William Godwin, she married 
shortly before her death. Wollstonecraft became famous for her vigorous protests against the subjection of 
women. Children, husbands, and society generally, she pleaded in Vindication of the Rights of Woman, were 
best served by well-educated, self-reliant, and strong women capable of holding their own in the world. 
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I have turned over various books written on the subject of education, and patiently observed the conduct 
of parents and the management of schools; but what has been the result?--a profound conviction that the 
neglected education of my fellow creatures is the grand source of the misery I deplore, and that women, in 
particular,  are rendered weak and wretched. . . . The conduct and manners of women, in fact, evidently prove 
that their minds are not in a healthy state.... One cause of this...I attribute to a false system of education, 
gathered from the books written on this subject by men who, considering females rather as women than human 
creatures, have been more anxious to make them alluring mistresses than affectionate wives and rational 
mothers.... 

A degree of physical superiority of men cannot... be denied, and it is a noble prerogative! ,But not 
content with this natural preeminence, men endeavor to sink us still lower, merely to render us alluring objects 
for a moment.... 
 My own sex, I hope, will excuse me, if! treat them like rational creatures, instead of flattering their 
fascinating graces, and viewing them as if they were in a state of perpetual childhood, unable to stand alone. I 
earnestly wish to point out in what true dignity and human happiness consists. I wish to persuade women to 
endeavor to acquire strength, both of mind and body. . . . 

Dismissing, then, those pretty feminine phrases, which the men condescendingly use to soften our 
slavish dependence, and despising that weak elegancy of mind, exquisite sensibility, and sweet docility of 
manners, supposed to be the sexual characteristics of the weaker vessel, I wish to show that elegance is inferior 
to virtue, that the first object of laudable ambition is to obtain a character as a human being, regardless of the 
distinction of sex.... 
 The education of women has of late been more attended to than formerly; yet they are still reckoned a 
frivolous sex, and ridiculed or pitied by the writers who endeavor by satire or instruction to improve them. It is 
acknowledged that they spend many of the first years of their lives in acquiring a smattering of 
accomplishments; meanwhile strength of body and mind are sacrificed to libertine notions of beauty, to the 
desire of establishing themselves – the only way women can rise in the world-by marriage. And this desire 
making mere animals of them, when they marry they act as such children may be expected to act, they dress, 
they paint, and nickname God's creatures. Surely these weak beings are only fit for a seraglio [harem]! Can they 
be expected to govern a family with judgment, or take care of the poor babes whom they bring into the world?... 

Contending for the rights of woman, my main argument is built on this simple principle, that if she be 
not prepared by education to become the companion of man, she will stop the progress of knowledge and virtue; 
for truth must be common to all, or it will be inefficacious with respect to its influence on general practice. And 
how can woman be expected to co-operate unless she knows why she ought to be virtuous? Unless freedom 
strengthens her reason till she comprehends her duty, and see in what manner it is connected with her real good. 
If children are to be educated to understand the true principle of patriotism, their mother must be a patriot; and 
the love of mankind, from which an orderly train of virtues spring, can only be produced by considering the 
moral and civil interest of mankind; but the education and situation of woman at present shuts her out from such 
investigations.... 

Consider--I address you as a legislator--whether, when men contend for their freedom, and to be allowed 
to judge for themselves respecting their own happiness, it be not inconsistent and unjust to subjugate women, 
even though you firmly believe that you are acting in the manner best calculated to promote their happiness? 
Who made man the exclusive judge, if woman partake with him of the gift of reason? 

In this style argue tyrants of every denomination, from the weak king to the weak father of a family; 
they are all eager to crush reason, yet always assert that they usurp its throne only to be useful. Do you not act a 
similar part when you force all women, by denying them civil and political rights, to remain immured 
[imprisoned] in their families groping in the dark? for surely, sir, you will not assert that a duty can be binding 
which is not founded on reason? If, indeed, this be their destination, arguments may be drawn from reason; and 
thus augustly supported, the more understanding women acquire, the more they will be attached to their duty-
comprehending it-for unless they comprehend it, unless their morals be fixed on the same immutable principle 
as those of man, no authority can make them discharge it in a virtuous manner. They may be convenient slaves, 
but slavery will have its constant effect, degrading the master and the abject dependent. 
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But if women are to be excluded, without having a voice, from a participation of the natural rights of 
mankind, prove first, to ward off the charge of injustice and inconsistency, that they [lack] reason, else this flaw 
in your NEW CONSTITUTION will ever show that man must, in some shape, act like a tyrant, and tyranny, in 
whatever part of society it rears its brazen front, will ever undermine morality.... 
 In what does man's pre-eminence over the brute creation consist? The answer is as clear as that a half is 
less than the whole, in Reason.... Yet.... deeply rooted processes have clouded reason.... Men, in general, seem 
to employ their reason to justify prejudices, which they have imbibed, they can scarcely trace how, rather than 
to root them out. 

The power of generalizing ideas, of drawing comprehensive conclusions from individual observations  
has not only been denied to women; but writers have insisted that it is inconsistent, with a few exceptions, with 
their sexual character. Let men prove this, and I shall grant that woman only exists for man. I must, however, 
previously remark, that the power of generalizing ideas, to any great extent, is not very common amongst men 
or women. But this exercise is the true cultivation of the understanding; and everything conspires to render the 
cultivation of the understanding more difficult in the female than the male world.... 

I shall not go back to the remote annals of antiquity to trace the history of woman; it is sufficient to 
allow that she has always been either a slave or a despot, and to remark that each of these situations equally 
retards the progress of reason. The grand source of female folly and vice has ever appeared to me to arise from 
narrowness of mind; and the very constitution of civil governments has put almost insuperable obstacles in the 
way to prevent the cultivation of the female understanding; yet virtue can be built on no other foundation. . . . 

When do we hear of women who, starting out of obscurity, boldly claim respect on account of their great 
abilities or daring virtues? Where are they to be found?... With respect to women, when they receive a careful 
education, they are either made fine ladies, brimful of sensibility, and teeming with capricious fancies, or mere 
notable women. The latter are often friendly, honest creatures, and have a shrewd kind of good sense, joined 
with worldly prudence, that often render them more useful members of society than the fine sentimental lady, 
though they possess neither greatness of mind nor taste. The intellectual world is shut against them. Take them 
out of their family or neighborhood, and they stand still; the mind finding no employment, for literature affords 
a fund of amusement which they have never sought to relish, but frequently to despise.  

The sentiments and taste of more cultivated minds appear ridiculous, even in those whom 
chance and family connections have led them to love; but in mere acquaintance they think it all affectation. A 
man of sense can only love such a woman on account of her sex, and respect her because she is a trusty servant. 
He lets her, to preserve his own peace, scold the servants, and go to church in clothes made of the very best 
materials. . . . [W]omen, whose minds are not enlarged by cultivation, or . . . by reflection, are very unfit to 
manage a family, for, by an undue stretch of power, they are always tyrannizing to support a superiority that 
only rests on the arbitrary distinction of fortune. 

Women have seldom sufficient serious employment to silence their feelings; a round of little cares, or 
vain pursuits frittering away all strength of mind and organs, they become naturally only objects of sense. In 
short, the whole tenor of female education (the education of society) tends to render the best disposed romantic 
and inconstant; and the remainder vain and [contemptible}. In the present state of society this evil can scarcely 
be remedied, I am afraid, in the slightest degree; should a more laudable ambition ever gain ground they may be 
brought nearer to nature and reason, and become more virtuous and useful as they grow more respectable.... 

Women. . . all want to be ladies. Which is simply to have nothing to do, bur listlessly to go they scarcely 
care where, for they cannot tell what. But what have women to do in society? I may be asked, but to loiter with 
easy grace....Women might certainly study the art of healing, and be physicians as well as nurses.... They might 
also study politics... for the reading of history will scarcely be more useful than the study of romances. . . . 
Business of various kinds, they might likewise pursue, if they were educated in a more orderly manner, which 
might save many from common and legal prostitution....The few employments open to a woman, so far from 
being liberal, are menial.... 

Some of these women might be restrained from marrying by a proper spirit of delicacy, and others may 
not have had it in their power to escape in this pitiful way from servitude; is not that Government then very 
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defective, and very unmindful of the happiness of one-half of its members, that does not provide for honest, 
independent women, by encouraging them to fill respectable stations? 

It is a melancholy truth; yet such is the blessed effect of civilization! The most respect able women are 
the most oppressed; and, unless they have understandings far superior to the common run of understandings, 
taking in both sexes, they must, from being treated like contemptible beings, become contemptible. . How many 
women thus waste life away the prey of discontent, who might have practiced as physicians, regulated a farm, 
managed a shop, and stood erect, supported by their own industry, instead of hanging their heads.... 

Would men but generously snap our chains, and be content with rational fellowship instead of slavish 
obedience, they would find us more observant daughters, more affectionate sisters, more faithful wives, more 
reasonable mothers-in a word, better citizens. We should then love them with true affection, because we should 
learn to respect ourselves; and the peace of mind of a worthy man would not be interrupted by the idle vanity of 
his wife, nor the babes sent to nestle in a strange bosom, having never found a home in their mother's. . . . 

The sexual distinction which men have so warmly insisted upon, is arbitrary....Asserting the rights 
which women in common with men ought to contend for, I have not attempted to [make light of} their faults; 
but to prove them to be the natural consequence of their education and station in society. If so, it is reasonable 
to suppose that they will change their character, and correct their vices' and follies, when they are allowed to be 
free in a physical, moral, and civil sense. 

Let woman share the rights, and she will emulate the virtues of man; for she must grow more perfect 
when emancipated. 

 

8. Edmund Burke – Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) 

Burke regarded the revolutionaries as wild-eyed fanatics who had uprooted all established authority, 
tradition, and institutions, thereby plunging France into anarchy. Not sharing the faith of the philosophes in 
human goodness, Burke held that without the restraints of established authority, people revert to savagery. 
For Burke, monarchy, aristocracy, and Christianity represented civilizing forces that tamed the beast in 
human nature. By undermining venerable institutions. he said, the French revolutionaries had opened the 
door to anarchy and terror. Burke's Reflections, excerpts of which follow, was instrumental in the shaping of 
conservative thought. 

. . You [revolutionaries) chose to act as if you and never been molded into civil society, and everything to begin 
anew, You began ill, cause you began by despising everything that belonged to you. . . . If the last generations 
of your country appeared without much luster in your eyes, you might have passed hem by, and derived your 
claims from a more early race of ancestors. Under a pious predilection for those ancestors, your imaginations 
would have realized in them a standard of virtue and wisdom, beyond the vulgar practice of the hour: and you 
would have risen with the example to whose imitation you aspired. Respecting your forefathers, you would 
have been taught to respect yourselves. You would not have chosen to consider the French as a people of 
yesterday, as. a nation of low-born servile wretches, until the emancipating year of 1789. . . . By following wise 
examples you would have given new examples of wisdom to the world. You would have rendered the cause of 
liberty venerable in the eyes of every worthy mind in every nation.... You would have had a free constitution; a 
potent monarchy; a disciplined army; a reformed and venerated clergy; a mitigated but spirited nobility, to lead 
your virtue.... 

Compute your gains: see what is got by those extravagant and presumptuous speculations which have taught 
your leaders to despise all their predecessors, and all their contemporaries, and even to despise themselves, until 
the moment in which they became truly despicable. By following those false lights, France has bought 
undisguised calamities at a higher price than any nation has purchased the most unequivocal blessings! ... 
France, when she let loose the reins of regal authority, doubled the license, of a ferocious dissoluteness in 
manners, and of an insolent irreligion in opinions and practices; and has extended through all ranks of life. . . . 
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all the unhappy corruptions that usually were the disease of wealth and power. This is one of the new principles 
of equality in France.... 

... The science of government being therefore so practical in itself, and intended for such practical purposes, a 
matter which requires experience, and even more experience than any person can gain in his whole life, 
however sagacious and observing he may be, it is with infinite caution that any man ought to venture upon 
pulling clown an edifice which has answered in any tolerable degree for ages the common purposes of society, 
or on building it up again, without having models and patterns of approved utility before his eyes.... 
... The nature of man is intricate; the objects of society are of the greatest possible complexity: and therefore no 
simple disposition or direction of power can be suitable either to man's nature, or to the quality of his affairs. 

When ancient opinions of life are taker away, the loss cannot possibly be estimated From that moment we have 
no compass to govern us; nor can we know distinctly to what port we steer.... 

... Nothing is more certain than that Out manners, our civilization, and all the good things which are connected 
with manners and with civilization have, in this European world of ours, depended for ages upon two principles 
and were, indeed, the result of both combined: I mean the spirit of a gentleman and the spirit of religion.... 

Burke next compares the English people with the French revolutionaries. 

... Thanks to our sullen resistance to innovation, thanks to the cold sluggishness of our national character, we 
still bear the stamp of our forefathers.... We are not the converts of Rousseau1; we are not the disciples of 
Voltaire; Helvetius has made no progress amongst us. 1 Atheists are not our preachers; madmen are not our 
lawgivers. We know that we have made no discoveries, and we think that no discoveries are to be made, in 
morality nor many in the great principles of government. . . . We fear God; we look up with awe to kings, with 
affection to parliaments, with duty to magistrates, with reverence to priests, and with respect to nobility.... 

... We are afraid to put men to live and trade each on his own private stock of reason, because we suspect that 
this stock in each man is small, and that the individuals would do better to avail themselves of the general bank 
and capital of nations and of ages. 

 
9. The Jacobin Regime – Levy en Mass (1793) 

 
 

In response to the dangers of foreign war, the Committee of public safety established a mass conscription 
(Levée en Masse) and succeeded in training an army of about 800,000 soldiers in less than a year. This was 
much larger than any army available to other European states, and laid the basis for Napoleon's domination of 
Europe. In addition to bringing out the creativity of the Committee of Public Safety, the Levée en 
Masse represents a turning point in the history of warfare. From now on, war was to become "total" involving 
all elements of the population, and all the reserves of the state. 
1. From this moment until that in which the enemy shall have been driven from the soil of the Republic, all 
Frenchmen are in permanent requisition for the service of the armies. The young men shall go to battle; the 
married men shall forge arms and transport provisions; the women shall make tents and clothing and shall serve 
in the hospitals; the children shall turn old linen into lint; the aged shall betake themselves to the public places 
in order to arouse the courage of the warriors and preach the hatred of kings and the unity of the Republic. 
2. The national buildings shall be converted into barracks, the public places into workshops for arms, the soil of 
the cellars shall be washed in order to extract therefrom the saltpeter. 
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3. The arms of the regulation caliber shall be reserved exclusively for those who shall march against the enemy; 
the service of the interior shall be performed with hunting pieces and side arms. 
4. The saddle horses are put into requisition to complete the cavalry corps the draft horses, other than those 
employed in agriculture, shall convey the artillery and the provisions. 
5. The Committee of Public Safety is charged to take all necessary measures to set up without delay an 
extraordinary manufacture of arms of every sort which corresponds with the ardor and energy of the French 
people. It is, accordingly, authorized to form all the establishments, factories, workshops, and mills which shall 
be deemed necessary for the carrying on of these works, as well as to put in requisition, within the entire extent 
of the Republic, the artists and workingmen who can contribute to their success. 
6. The representatives of the people sent out for the execution of the present law shall have the same authority 
in their respective districts, acting in concert with the Committee of Public Safety; they are invested with the 
unlimited powers assigned to the representatives of the people to the armies. 
7. Nobody can get himself replaced in the service for which he shall have been requisitioned. The public 
functionaries shall remain at their posts. 

 

Source: 

F. M. Anderson, ed., The Constitutions and Other Select Documents Illustrative of the History of France, 1789-
1907, 2d Ed. (Minneapolis: H. W. Wilson Co., 1908), 184-185. 
Scanned by Jerome S. Arkenberg, Dept. of History, Cal. State Fullerton  
 

10. Maximilien Robespierre: Justification of the Use of Terror  (1794) 

Maximilien Robespierre (1758 1794) was the leader of the twelve man Committee of Public Safety elected by 
the National Convention, and which effectively governed France at the height of the radical phase of the 
revolution. He had once been a fairly straightforward liberal thinker - reputedly he slept with a copy of 
Rousseau's Social Contract at his side. But his own purity of belief led him to impatience with others. 

The committee was among the most creative executive bodies ever seen - and rapidly put into effect policies 
which stabilized the French economy and began the formation of the very successful French army. It also 
directed it energies against counter-revolutionary uprisings, especially in the south and west of France. In 
doing so it unleashed the reign of terror. Here Robespierre, in his speech of February 5,1794, from which 
excerpts are given here, discussed this issue. The figures behind this speech indicate that in the five months 
from September, 1793, to February 5, 1794, the revolutionary tribunal in Paris convicted and executed 238 men 
and 31 women and acquitted 190 persons, and that on February 5 there were 5,434 individuals in the prisons in 
Paris awaiting trial. 

Robespierre was frustrated with the progress of the revolution. After issuing threats to the National Convention, 
he himself was arrested in July 1794. He tried to shoot himself but missed, and spent his last few hours with his 
jaw hanging off. He was guillotined, as a victim of the terror, on July 28, 1794. 

But, to found and consolidate democracy, to achieve the peaceable reign of the constitutional laws, we must end 
the war of liberty against tyranny and pass safely across the storms of the revolution: such is the aim of the 
revolutionary system that you have enacted. Your conduct, then, ought also to be regulated by the stormy 
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circumstances in which the republic is placed; and the plan of your administration must result from the spirit of 
the revolutionary government combined with the general principles of democracy. 

Now, what is the fundamental principle of the democratic or popular government-that is, the essential spring 
which makes it move? It is virtue; I am speaking of the public virtue which effected so many prodigies in 
Greece and Rome and which ought to produce much more surprising ones in republican France; of that virtue 
which is nothing other than the love of country and of its laws. 

But as the essence of the republic or of democracy is equality, it follows that the love of country necessarily 
includes the love of equality. 

It is also true that this sublime sentiment assumes a preference for the public interest over every particular 
interest; hence the love of country presupposes or produces all the virtues: for what are they other than that 
spiritual strength which renders one capable of those sacrifices? And how could the slave of avarice or 
ambition, for example, sacrifice his idol to his country? 

Not only is virtue the soul of democracy; it can exist only in that government .... 

. . . 

Republican virtue can be considered in relation to the people and in relation to the government; it is necessary 
in both. When only the government lacks virtue, there remains a resource in the people's virtue; but when the 
people itself is corrupted, liberty is already lost. 

Fortunately virtue is natural to the people, notwithstanding aristocratic prejudices. A nation is truly corrupted 
when, having by degrees lost its character and its liberty, it passes from democracy to aristocracy or to 
monarchy; that is the decrepitude and death of the body politic.... 

But when, by prodigious efforts of courage and reason, a people breaks the chains of despotism to make them 
into trophies of liberty; when by the force of its moral temperament it comes, as it were, out of the arms of the 
death, to recapture all the vigor of youth; when by tums it is sensitive and proud, intrepid and docile, and can be 
stopped neither by impregnable ramparts nor by the innumerable armies of the tyrants armed against it, but 
stops of itself upon confronting the law's image; then if it does not climb rapidly to the summit of its destinies, 
this can only be the fault of those who govern it. 

. . . 

From all this let us deduce a great truth: the characteristic of popular government is confidence in the people 
and severity towards itself. 

The whole development of our theory would end here if you had only to pilot the vessel of the Republic through 
calm waters; but the tempest roars, and the revolution imposes on you another task. 

This great purity of the French revolution's basis, the very sublimity of its objective, is precisely what causes 
both our strength and our weakness. Our strength, because it gives to us truth's ascendancy over imposture, and 
the rights of the public interest over private interests; our weakness, because it rallies all vicious men against us, 
all those who in their hearts contemplated despoiling the people and all those who intend to let it be despoiled 
with impunity, both those who have rejected freedom as a personal calamity and those who have embraced the 
revolution as a career and the Republic as prey. Hence the defection of so many ambitious or greedy men who 
since the point of departure have abandoned us along the way because they did not begin the journey with the 
same destination in view. The two opposing spirits that have been represented in a struggle to rule nature might 
be said to be fighting in this great period of human history to fix irrevocably the world's destinies, and France is 
the scene of this fearful combat. Without, all the tyrants encircle you; within, all tyranny's friends conspire; they 
will conspire until hope is wrested from crime. We must smother the internal and external enemies of the 
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Republic or perish with it; now in this situation, the first maxim of your policy ought to be to lead the people by 
reason and the people's enemies by terror. 

If the spring of popular government in time of peace is virtue, the springs of popular government in revolution 
are at once virtue and terror: virtue, without which terror is fatal; terror, without which virtue is powerless. 
Terror is nothing other than justice, prompt, severe, inflexible; it is therefore an emanation of virtue; it is not so 
much a special principle as it is a consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to our country's 
most urgent needs. 

It has been said that terror is the principle of despotic government. Does your government therefore resemble 
despotism? Yes, as the sword that gleams in the hands of the heroes of liberty resembles that with which the 
henchmen of tyranny are armed. Let the despot govern by terror his brutalized subjects; he is right, as a despot. 
Subdue by terror the enemies of liberty, and you will be right, as founders of the Republic. The government of 
the revolution is liberty's despotism against tyranny. Is force made only to protect crime? And is the thunderbolt 
not destined to strike the heads of the proud? 

. . . Indulgence for the royalists, cry certain men, mercy for the villains! No! mercy for the innocent, mercy for 
the weak, mercy for the unfortunate, mercy for humanity. 

Society owes protection only to peaceable citizens; the only citizens in the Republic are the republicans. For it, 
the royalists, the conspirators are only strangers or, rather, enemies. This terrible war waged by liberty against 
tyranny- is it not indivisible? Are the enemies within not the allies of the enemies without? The assassins who 
tear our country apart, the intriguers who buy the consciences that hold the people's mandate; the traitors who 
sell them; the mercenary pamphleteers hired to dishonor the people's cause, to kill public virtue, to stir up the 
fire of civil discord, and to prepare political counterrevolution by moral counterrevolution-are all those men less 
guilty or less dangerous than the tyrants whom they serve? 

Source: Robespierre: On the Moral and Political Principles of Domestic Policy  

 

11. Robespierre – Republic of Virtue (1794) speech 

In his speech of February 5, 1794. Robespierre provided a comprehensive statement of his political 
theory, in which he equated democracy with virtue and justified the use of terror in defending democracy.  

What is the objective toward which we are reaching, The peaceful enjoyment of liberty and equality. the 
reign of that eternal justice whose laws are engraved not on marble or stone but in the hearts of all men, 
even in the heart of the slave who has forgotten them or of the tyrant who disowns them. . 

We wish an order of things where all the low and cruel passions will be curbed, all the beneficent and 
generous Passions awakened by the laws. where ambition will be a desire to deserve glory and serve the 
patrie [nation], where distinctions grow only out of the very system of equality; where the citizen will be 
subject to the authority of the magistrate, the magistrate to that of the people, and the People to that of 
justice; where the patrie assures the well-being of each individual, and where each individual shares with 
pride the prosperity and glory of the patrie, where every soul expands by the continual communication of 
republican sentiments, and by the need to merit the esteem of a great people, where the arts will embellish 
the liberty that ennobles them, and commerce will be the source of public wealth and not merely of the 
monstrous riches of a few families. 

We wish to substitute in our country ... all the virtues and miracles of the republic for all the vices and 
absurdities of the monarchy. 
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We wish, in a word, to fulfill the intentions of nature and the destiny of humanity, realize the promises of 
philosophy, and acquit providence of the long reign of crime and tyranny. We wish that France, once 
illustrious among enslaved nations, may, while eclipsing the glory of all the free peoples that ever existed, 
become a model to nations, a terror to oppressors, a consolation to the oppressed, an ornament of the 
universe; and that, by sealing our work with our blood, we may witness at least the dawn of universal 
happiness-this is our ambition, this is our aim. 

What kind of government can realize these prodigies [great deeds)? A democratic or republican government 
only.... 

A democracy is a state where the sovereign people, guided by laws of their own making, 'to for themselves 
everything that they can do well, and by means of delegates everything that they cannot do for themselves. 

It is therefore in the principles of democratic government that you must seek the rules of your political 
conduct. 

But in order to found democracy and consolidate it among us, in order to attain the peaceful reign of 
constitutional laws, we must complete the war of liberty against tyranny; ... [S]uch is the aim of the 
revolutionary government that you have organized.... 

But the French are the first people in the world who have established true democracy by calling all men to 
equality and to full enjoyment of the rights of citizenship; and that is, in my opinion, the true reason why all 
the tyrants leagued against the republic will be vanquished. 

There are from this moment great conclusions to be drawn from the principles that we have just laid down. 

Since virtue (good citizenship) and equality are the soul of the republic, and your aim is to found and to 
consolidate the republic, it follows that the first rule of your political conduct must be to relate all of your 
measures to the maintenance of equality and to the development of virtue; for the first care of the leg islator 
must be to strengthen the principles on *which the government rests. Hence all that tends to excite a love of 
country, to purify moral standards, to exalt souls, to direct the passions of the human heart toward the public 
good must be adopted or established by you. All that tends to concentrate and debase them into selfish 
egotism, to awaken an infatuation for trivial things, and scorn for great ones, must be rejected or repressed 
by you. In the system of the French revolution that which is immoral is impolitic, and that which tends to 
corrupt is -counterrevolutionary. Weakness, vices, and prejudices are the road to monarchy... 

... Externally all the despots surround you; internally all the friends of tyranny conspire.... It is necessary to 
annihilate both the internal and external enemies of the republic or perish with its fall. Now, in this situation 
your first political maxim should he that one guide, the people by reason, and the enemies of the people by 
terror. 

If the driving force of popular government in peacetime is virtue, that of Popular government during a 
revolution is both virtue and terror: virtue, without which terror is destructive; terror, without which virtue is 
impotent. Terror is only justice that is prompt, severe, and inflexible; it is thus an emanation of virtue; it is 
less a distinct principle than a consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to the most 
pressing needs of the patrie.  

DESPOTISM IN DEFENSE OF LIBERTY 

What is our goal? The enforcement of the constitution for the benefit of the people. 
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Who will our enemies be? The vicious and the rich. 

What means will they employ? Slander and hypocrisy. 

What things may be favorable for the em. ployment of these? The ignorance of the sans-culottes.1 

The people must therefore be enlightened. But what are the obstacles to the enlightenment of the people? 
Mercenary writers who daily mislead them with impudent falsehoods. 

What conclusions may be drawn from this?  

1. These writers must be proscribed as the most dangerous enemies of the people. 

2. Right-minded literature must be scattered about in profusion. 

What are the other obstacles to the establishment of liberty-' Foreign war and civil war. 
How can foreign war he ended? By putting republican generals in command of our armies and punishing 
those who have betrayed us. 

How can civil war be ended? By punishing traitors and conspirators, particularly if they are deputies or 
administrators; by sending loyal troops under patriotic leaders to subdue the aristocrats of Lyon, Marseille, 
Toulon, the Vendée, the Jura, and all other regions in which the standards of rebellion and royalism have 
been raised: and by making frightful examples of all scoundrels who have outrage liberty and spilled the 
blood of patriots. 

1. Proscription [condemnation] of perfidious and counter-revolutionary writers and propagation of proper 
literature.  

2. Punishment of traitors and conspirator, particularly deputies and administrators.  

3. Appointment of patriotic generals; dismissal and punishment of others.  

4. Sustenance and laws for the people. 

12. Napoleon’s speech to his troops, 1796  
Delivered on May 15, 1976 shortly after the Battle of Lodi 

SOLDIERS! You have precipitated yourselves like a torrent from the Apennines. You have overwhelmed or 
swept before you all that opposed your march. Piedmont, delivered from Austrian oppression, has returned to 
her natural sentiments of peace and friendship toward France. Milan is yours, and over all Lombardy floats the 
flag of the Republic. 

To your generosity only do the Dukes of Parma and of Modena now owe their political existence. The army 
which proudly threatened you finds no remaining barrier of defense against your courage. The Po, the Tessino, 
the Adda, could not stop you a single day. Those vaunted ramparts of Italy proved insufficient; you traversed 
them as rapidly as you did the Apennines. Successes so numerous and brilliant have carried joy to the heart of 
your country! Your representatives have decreed a festival, to be celebrated in all the communes of the 
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Republic, in honor of your victories. There will your fathers, mothers, wives, sisters, all who hold you dear, 
rejoice over your triumphs, and boast that you belong to them. 

Yes, soldiers, you have done much; but much still remains for you to do. Shall it be said of us that we knew 
how to conquer, but not to profit by victory? Shall posterity reproach us with having found a Capfia in 
Lombardy? Nay, fellow soldiers! I see you already eager to cry “To arms!” Inaction fatigues you! and days lost 
to glory are to you days lost to happiness. 

Let us, then, begone! We have yet many forced marches to make, enemies to vanquish, laurels to gather, and 
injuries to avenge! Let those who have sharpened the poniards of civil war in France, who have pusillanimously 
assassinated our ministers, who have burned our vessels at Toulon—let them now tremble! The hour of 
vengeance has knolled! 

But let not the people be disquieted. We are the friends of every people: and more especially of the descendants 
of the Brutuses, the Scipios, and other great men to whom we look as bright exemplars. To reestablish the 
Capitol; to place there with honor the statues of the heroes who made it memorable; to rouse the Roman people, 
unnerved by many centuries of oppression—such will be some of the fruits of our victories. They will constitute 
an epoch for posterity. 

To you, soldiers, will belong the immortal honor of redeeming the fairest portion of Europe. The French people, 
free and respected by the whole world, shall give to Europe a glorious peace, which shall indemnify it for all the 
sacrifices which it has borne the last six years. Then, by your own firesides you shall repose; and your fellow 
citizens, when they point out any one of you, shall say: “He belonged to the army of Italy!” 

 


